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Colorado falls short in contributions to charity groups

By Joanne Kelley, Rocky Mountain News

December 9, 2006

Colorado gets low marks for its generosity when stacked up against the rest of the nation. 

The state again scored near the bottom of a nationwide index, which ranks states by comparing their charitable giving with household income. For several years running, Colorado has been stuck between 41st and 43rd place. 

This year's rank: 42nd. 

"Colorado has always been an anomaly, and it's hard to know why," said George McCully, president of the Boston-based Catalogue for Philanthropy, which has published its "generosity index" each year during the past decade. 

Most of the top spots on the list perennially get filled by Southern states with large churchgoing populations. Nearby Utah and Idaho also rank in the top 10, and Wyoming comes in at No. 13. 

One theory on Colorado's weak showing: booming population growth. New residents typically take time to figure out which organizations they want to support. Charities, too, need time to find the new givers. 

"We do have a lot of newcomers here, as opposed to Eastern Rust Belt cities where you have generations of Carnegies and established families and big companies," said David Miller, president of the Denver Foundation. 

On top of that, Colorado has a large and rapidly growing number of nonprofit groups. Many are small and lack the wherewithal to raise much money. 

The most recent index takes into account all tax returns filed in 2004 (the latest data available when the index gets compiled) by those who itemize their deductions. 

While most givers do not itemize contributions on their returns, roughly 80 percent of the money given to charity comes from those who do take deductions on gifts. 

Here's how Colorado stacks up: 

The average annual income of Coloradans was $54,389, putting the state in 10th place for income. The average charitable gift stood at $3,677, which puts the state in 30th place for its giving levels. 

By contrast, residents of first-ranked Arkansas had an average annual income of $39,060, but they gave an average of $5,208 of their income. 

Colorado's weak performance in recent years has prompted a call to action among local nonprofit leaders. 

"The nonprofit sector in Colorado used to work harder to educate people about what we do," said Charley Shimanski, CEO of the Colorado Nonprofit Association. "We used to be less humble. We need to be more sophisticated and not be shy about bragging." 

The state's nonprofit group plans to mount a publicity campaign next year that will bring attention to the sector and encourage people to give money. 

Qwest and the LMC Community Foundation will be underwriting a major independent study on the economic impact of nonprofits. The results will be used in the association's efforts to boost the sector's profile. 

Shimanski said that if Colorado had given at the same level as the national average in the index, charities would have received an extra $477 million. 

"That's more than the amount donated by public and private foundations in a year," he said. 

A bright spot in the report: The state's most affluent residents have become more willing to donate their money to charity. 

Coloradans earning $200,000- plus ranked 26th for generosity when compared with their well- off counterparts elsewhere. That's up from 43rd place when the group began calculating the annual index. 

"This suggests that new people coming into the state are affluent," said the Catalogue of Philanthropy's McCully. 

McCully said the top earners represent about 7 percent of Colorado's population and give about 38 percent of the charitable contributions. 

How states rank on generosity index 

Colorado perennially lags behind most states in a generosity index, which compares charitable giving with income levels. In the latest study, Colorado ranked 42nd, moving up one notch from 43rd, but only because other states did worse. 

• TOP 10 

1. Arkansas 

2. Mississippi 

3. Oklahoma 

4. South Dakota 

5. Alabama 

6. Tennessee 

7. Louisiana 

8. South Carolina 

9. Utah 

10. Idaho 

• BOTTOM 10 

50. New Hampshire 

49. New Jersey 

48. Rhode Island 

47. Massachusetts 

46. Wisconsin 

45. Minnesota 

44. Hawaii 

43. Arizona 

42. Colorado 

41. Connecticut 
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